Nowadays, the idea of a reciprocal influence of physiological and psychological processes seems to be widely accepted. For instance, current theories of embodied emotion suggest that knowledge about an emotion concept is not reducible to an abstract description but involves simulations of bodily experienced emotional states relevant to the concept. In line with this framework, the present study investigated whether actual levels of physiological arousal interact with the processing of emotional words. Participants performed 2 blocks of an attentional blink task, once after a cycling session (increased physiological arousal) and once after a relaxation session (reduced physiological arousal). Concretely, participants were asked to detect and report two target words (T1 and T2) presented for 67 ms each among a series of nonword distractors. The SOA between target words was set to 268 ms. T1 were always neutral (e.g., chair) whereas T2 were either neutral, high arousal (e.g., orgasm, herpes) or low arousal (e.g., friend, tear) words. Results revealed that increased physiological arousal led to improved reports of high arousal T2 words, while reduced physiological arousal led to improved reports of low arousal T2 words. Neutral T2 remained unaffected by the arousing conditions. These findings emphasize that actual levels of physiological arousal modulate the cognitive access to arousal (in-) congruent emotional concepts, and suggest a direct grounding of emotion knowledge in our bodily systems of arousal. Of interest too, results showed that heart rate variability measures (i.e., RMSSD and HF index) significantly predict the magnitude of the observed interaction between the physiological arousal condition (cycling vs. relaxation) and the type of words reported (high arousal vs. low arousal vs. neutral). Heart rate variability provides information about autonomic flexibility and thereby represents a physiological index of emotion regulation ability. Consequently, it can be assumed that better capacities for adaptive and regulated emotional responding allow for a better detection of emotionally arousing stimuli that are congruent with ones level of physiological arousal.
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